For a longer version of this story, see http://tinyurl. com/cj9mp8.
Human space-flight review in US budget proposals US President Barack Obama will convene a panel of experts to evaluate the future of NASA's human space-flight programme.
The review will look at whether the International Space Station should be used past 2016, and at the architecture of Constellation, the system of rockets and capsules that will take astronauts back to the Moon. A report is expected by August.
The announcement came as part of the 7 May unveiling of Obama's full budget request for fiscal year 2010. Most science agencies received their top-line funding requests in March, but last week the Japan to pay firms to relieve postdoc glut Japan's science and education ministry has announced a ¥500-million (US$5-million) plan to pay companies to hire postdoctoral students.
The Industry traditionally recruits undergraduates, but the JST plans to provide grants to around 100 companies that hire postdocs, mainly through the JREC-IN. The grants would be financed through a supplementary budget being discussed in the current parliamentary session, which is expected to end in June.
Quiet Sun enters new sunspot cycle
After a prolonged lull in activity, sunspots, and their associated solar storms, are on the rise again.
According to a panel of scientists led by the US Space Weather Prediction Center, part of the National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, a minimum in sunspot activity was passed in December 2008. In a consensus forecast on 8 May, the researchers said a new cycle of solar storms would peak in May 2013. But judging by the historical record, the recent persistence of a quiet Sun suggests that sunspot activity at this peak will be the weakest since the solar maximum of 1928.
NASA's STEREO mission spotted large regions of magnetic activity (white spots on image) on the Sun this month.
Social scientists join synthetic-biology centre
The United Kingdom's first publicly-funded centre devoted to synthetic biology, which opened on 12 May, is hoping to pre-empt public concerns about the field by integrating social scientists into its research team.
Graduate students and staff at the Centre for Synthetic Biology and Innovation at Imperial College London will be trained to consider the social and ethical implications of their research. Sociologists on the staff will also work with government and industry to develop a suitable framework for regulating the products of synthetic biology, and for making intellectual-property claims.
"If the Imperial centre works, they're going to be setting the standard for this," says Pam Silver, a synthetic-biology researcher from Harvard University.
The Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council is providing the centre with £8 million (US$11 million) over the next 5 years. Pandor previously headed the education department, but some say she may lack the scientific know-how of her predecessor, mathematician Mosibudi Mangena.
Many researchers had hoped Zuma would retain Barbara Hogan, the respected health minister whose appointment in September 2008 signalled a reversal of the government's denial that HIV causes AIDS.
Instead, Hogan was transferred to public enterprises, and replaced by Aaron Motsaledi, a little-known physician.
For a longer version of this story, see http://tinyurl.com/qczrtg.
